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A growing interest in the impact of singing on health and well-being has seen a dramatic 
increase in the number of research projects in this area in recent years. A growing body of 
evidence attests to the various health benefits of singing, however to date these studies have 
been small in size and representative of specific clinical populations. This research explored 
the health and well-being benefits associated with choir singing from the perspective of the 
choristers themselves. It is the largest international study to date and the first study to report 
the health benefits of singing for Irish adults. 
Key findings
 Irish singers reported an overwhelmingly positive response in terms of physical and 
 physiological benefits, social benefits, psychological/emotional benefits and spiritual 
 benefits.
 Participants spanned a wide range of ages, from 18 – 90, which suggests that people of 
  all ages find singing to be a beneficial activity for their health and well-being. This 
 highlights the potential for choirs to improve well-being in a myriad of settings, including 
 but not limited to nursing homes, workplaces and educational institutions. 
 Participants also cited a variety of choral experience, ranging from singing in a choir for 
 all their adult life to singing with a choir for only one year. Irrespective of length of 
 experience, responses remained overwhelmingly positive. 
 Gender differences were observed in responses. Reports of physical benefits, social 
 benefits and emotional benefits were significantly higher for female participants than for 
 male participants. 
 The ratio of female to male respondents was approximately 5:1, highlighting on a large- 
 scale international study the gender imbalance that is often cited in choral settings, as 
 well as many other performing arts activities. 
 Professional singers scored more highly across all domains than their amateur 
 counterparts, with the difference being statistically significant within the physical, social 
 and spiritual categories. This finding was not anticipated, as it was expected that 
 amateur singers may report more social benefits than professionals as they pursue 
 singing as a leisure activity or a social gathering as opposed to work. 
 The key benefits of singing in a choir were increased social connection; improved 
 respiratory health; cognitive stimulation; improved mental health and transcendence 
 from everyday worries and pain.
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The evidence base for 
singing and health
An online questionnaire including demographic information, 28 quantitative statements 
and two qualitative questions relating to the perceived health benefits of singing in a choir 
was distributed via email and social media over a period of four months to a sample of 1779 
choristers. 
Singers were asked to choose whether they agreed, disagreed, strongly agreed or strongly 
disagreed with 28 statements such as I find singing in a choir mentally stimulating and I feel a 
sense of achievement after singing in a choir. These questions fell into four domains: physical 
and physiological health; social health; psychological health and spiritual health. Two questions 
included the opportunity to write comments to elaborate on how singing benefited their health 
and well-being.
Basic descriptive statistics and comparisons between subgroups of the sample were studied. 
The written comments were analysed using thematic analysis22.  
Findings
Demographics of the Sample
The participants represented a wide sample of choristers internationally, with various 
demographics of the sample presented graphically below. A more specific breakdown of 
responses from the Irish sample is also provided. 
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Research regarding the potential health benefits of singing is well developed, with a large body 
of work to support singing as a health and well-being intervention. Studies investigating the 
benefits of singing include evidence of the positive impact of singing on dementia1-4, chronic 
obstructive pulmonary and respiratory disease5-9 and cancer10-14. Singing is also indicated as 
a protective factor for cognitive decline15. A review of literature on singing and respiratory 
health reported trends of positive physical and/or quality of life outcomes after a series of 
singing lessons5-7. Significant positive benefits are also associated with singing lullabies to pre-
natal and newly born babies, particularly parent-infant bonding and post-natal depression16, 17. 
Larger and longer-term trials are recommended by most studies.
A significant literature exists on the benefits of singing on mood and mental health, especially 
community based singing groups as psychosocial and mood improvement tools for people 
with mood disorders18-20. Nonetheless, two Cochrane reviews conclude that further research is 
warranted to empirically determine the health effects of singing. Current studies have relatively 
small sample sizes and are highly variable in terms of the participant involved and the outcome 
being investigated8, 9, 21. 
Why is this study special?
 The largest international study that asks singers in choirs whether they believe singing is 
 good for their health and well-being
 The first significant study of the health and well-being benefits of singing in Republic 
 of Ireland
  Provides evidence of the importance of singing for adults across Ireland
 Provide evidence to support the role of singing to improve health and well-being
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Evaluation method
GENDER BREAKDOWN
 FEMALE       
 MALE
AGE RANGE
 18-29       
 30-39
 40-49       
 50-59
 60-69   
 70-79
 80+
 
Findings for the Irish population 
(over 967 singers) are provided here:
Differences in perceived benefits between  
Irish males and femaLESles
05
Statistical analyses determined a statistically significant difference between male and female 
perception of the emotional benefits of singing in a choir. Differences between genders in the 
other variables were not statistically significant. It is interesting to note that in the international 
sample (please see Moss et al in press), female participants reported significantly higher scores 
for physical, emotional and social benefits than their male counterparts. 
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Country % Country %
Ireland 54.4 France 0.2
Australia 8.9 Qatar 0.1
UK  27.5 Denmark 0.1
USA  3.1 Germany 0.3
Spain 0.2 Netherlands 0.3
Bos&Herz 0.7 Serbia 0.6
Canada 0.3 Singapore 0.2
New Zealand 2.2 South Africa 0.1
Croatia 0.2 Finland 0.1
Sweden 0.1
Singing Experience
 All of adult life
 Most of adult life
 Last 10 years
 Last year
 Last 3 months
Amateur or Professional Singer
 Amateur
 Professional
Breakdown of Country Participation:
Irish Gender Differences in Perceived Benefits
4
 3.8
3.6
3.4
3.2
3
Physical                       Social                      Emotional                   Spiritual
Female        Male
Amateur vs. Professional Perceived Benefits (Irish)
4
 3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1
0.5
0
Physical                        Social                     Emotional                    Spiritual
Amateur       Professional
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Professional Irish choristers reported significantly higher scores for physical benefits, social 
benefits and spiritual benefits than their amateur counterparts, with no statistically significant 
difference in response between these subgroups for emotional benefits. This result was 
replicated in the international sample. 
Research Themes
Six themes were identified from the analysis of the 2359 qualitative comments. These provide a 
deeper understanding of the perceived benefits for choir singers. These are: social connection; 
respiratory health, cognitive stimulation; mental health; enjoyment and transcendence. 
1.   Choir singing increases social connectedness
Choir singing offers an opportunity meet new people and develop social skills. Regular rehearsal 
is an important social activity with opportunity for social interaction, social connection, bonding 
and social inclusion. 
Choir is a social “equaliser”. Singing together connects people…. you can achieve a high when 
accomplishing things as a team …. My choir has been my extended family for almost 30 years now. 
It’s really uplifting when we sing together and really enhances my life generally.
2.  Singing improves my respiratory health
Reported physical and physiological benefits were many, including improvements in blood 
pressure, posture, reductions in physical pain and muscle tension. Improvements in respiratory 
health were highly reported, such as awareness and control of the breath, lung capacity, 
alleviated symptoms of breathing disorders such as asthma, and general strengthening of the 
lungs. 
I have issues with blood pressure and consistently the BP monitor shows a reduction in my reading 
after performing/practice!
3.  Singing is cognitively stimulating  
Subthemes: Achievement, learning and self esteem
Singing in a choir keeps the brain active, is mentally and technically challenging and requires 
great concentration and memory. The achievement of learning a new skill was significant in 
the data. Singers report pride in themselves and in their community, increased confidence and 
a feeling of self-satisfaction. 
A good choir can also help towards improving community morale/pride…. (There is) great pride 
when we see a happy audience… I am immensely proud of my choir family and all that we achieve 
together.
4.  Singing is fun!
Having fun is an important part of singing in a choir!  Singing can make you smile and lift mood. 
Enjoying beautiful music, dressing up with friends to perform, having fun after a show and 
achieving a good performance are important, and satisfying, elements of being in a choir.
Good fun and a complete switch off from life!
5.  Singing is good for my mental health
Specific psychological improvements are noted in this study. Singing may alleviate low mood 
or anxiety. Participants noted attending a choir helps with fending off depression and isolation 
and is an aid for achieving emotional balance.
Singing has improved my mental health, giving me more confidence and less anxiety
6.  Singing and transcendence
Singing was widely reported to be spiritually uplifting and life-affirming. Choral singing was 
reported by many to be a meditative or mindful activity, taking their mind away from things 
that might worry them, bringing them into the present moment, focusing on breathing and 
leaving worries at the door. Creating something beautiful and being creative with other people 
were noted as important features of choir singing. A large number of people said that stress 
reduction was the key benefit of singing in a choir.
Choir makes you feel part of something bigger than yourself and connects people at a heart or 
energetic level. It’s a fully mindful experience; you focus totally in the now.
Great way to unwind and forget your stresses … you can’t stress about everyday worries when 
you are singing
When I’m singing I’m present in the moment … it’s almost like meditating
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Findings indicate that singers experience a range of health benefits from singing, across 
spiritual, physical, psychological and social domains. This is consistent across age ranges and 
points to potential benefits for adults in a range of settings, with chronic health issues and in 
later life. Perceived benefits were consistent regardless of length of experience and remained 
overwhelmingly positive. 
Results in this study are consistent with other international studies in this area. The potential 
health and well-being benefits of singing in a choir are significant and are worthy of further 
investigation.
Some limitations must be noted: results are based on self-perceptions of choristers and the 
findings are therefore limited. Terms such as ‘professional’ and ‘amateur’ were not explained, 
nor was any definition given of the word ‘spiritual’. Some statistical limitations, and the 
exploratory nature of this research, mean that definitive conclusions should be drawn with 
caution. Nevertheless, this paper provides the largest sample to date exploring singers’ 
perceptions of the health and well-being benefits of singing and this study concurs with 
previous studies recommending future research to include both larger controlled and in-depth 
qualitative studies23.
Recommendations
The authors of this study recommend: 
 A further, quantitative study of singing, health and well-being within the Irish 
 population.
 Establishment of choirs across the country within work places and for chronically ill 
 people
 Establishment of choir singing as a HSE Health Promotion initiative with choirs available 
 for staff and service users within the health service. 
 A choir for every care home  https://achoirineverycarehome.wordpress.com/
 If you have the chance…. sing! 
Past Times Community Choir - A Kildare Music and Health Programme
The award winning Past Times Community Choir is an intergenerational choir that supports 
people living with dementia, their families, carers and communities. Established in January 
2015, the choir is a strategic partnership between Kildare County Council Arts Service and its 
Arts and Health Specialist, the HSE and musical director Sharon Murphy to develop music and 
health within the county.  It is open to all ages and provides supports for everyone to participate 
in the choir regardless of mobility, ability and communicative impairments. To date the choir 
have performed at several international conferences including DCU – Elevator Innovation 
Awards 2015 and Dublin Castle – The Office of the Nursing and Midwifery Services Directorate 
(ONMSD) Leadership & innovations in practice in Older Persons’ Services 2016.  Musical director 
Sharon Murphy (BMus) is a vocalist, musical director and arts & health practitioner. Contact 
carolanncourtney@gmail.com or follow the choir on Facebook: Past Times Community Choir
Singing & Sustainable Social Integration
According to the United Nations Refugee Agency, there are more than 65 million people 
currently displaced across the world. This is the largest number in recorded history. There is a 
growing body of research demonstrating the role of singing in meeting the psychological and 
social needs of refugees.  In 2000, the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at the University 
of Limerick created a partnership with Doras Luimní (the support group for new migrants in 
Limerick), creating the Sanctuary initiative to support musical activities with new migrant 
communities. In 2016, the Singing and Sustainable Social Integration research project (http://
www.ul.ie/engage/node/1791) was created to track the impact of these projects, especially 
those focused on singing.
Hands in Harmony Deaf Community Choir, Limerick 
Hands in Harmony are a Deaf community choir where participants use their first and preferred 
language, Irish Sign Language (ISL), to express themselves through music. The choir is an initiative 
of the Deaf Community Centre, Limerick (DCC), which aims to promote participation of the Deaf 
community in education, community, social and cultural activities with ISL as the main language 
of communication. https://www.facebook.com/Handsinharmonydeafcommunitychoir/
Discussion CASE STUDIES
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Something to Sing About Choir (STSA) A Global Choir of Cancer Survivors 
Something To Sing About was founded in September 2012 by consultant medical oncologist 
Dr Paul Donnellan at Galway University Hospital, Ireland. In a short time the word has spread 
and there are now more than 250 members, ranging from the age of 8 to 84 years in Ireland, 
Australia and the US! STSA members use music as a therapy where they meet, sing and enjoy 
being part of a choir. http://www.stsa.ie/
A choir in every care home
Launched in May 2015, A Choir in Every Care Home is an initiative to explore how music and 
singing can feature regularly in care homes across the UK. Funded and initiated by the Baring 
Foundation, it is a unique collaboration between 33 leading national organisations from the 
worlds of adult social care, music and healthcare research. Together, they hope to improve the 
quality of life for people in care homes, and help create happy environments for carers, family 
and care home staff. This is urgently needed as 70% of the growing numbers of people in care 
homes have dementia or severe memory problems (according to the Alzheimer’s Society). 
https://achoirineverycarehome.wordpress.com/
PARTNERS
Association of Irish Choirs - Enhancing life through choral music 
http://www.aoic.ie/utility_links/home/
The Association of Irish Choirs (AOIC) supports and promotes all forms of choral music in 
Ireland, through a range of programmes and activities designed to respond to the needs of 
members, the wider choral community and the public. AOIC activities include developing 
and promoting choral music in Ireland; offering mentoring and masterclass opportunities 
to conductors; running the Annual International Choral Conducting Summer School; giving 
training and supports to primary and secondary school teachers; organising singing days and 
workshops for schools and choirs nationally; producing and promoting the Irish Youth Choir 
courses and concerts; managing a library lending scheme of 14,000 pieces of Irish and other 
music and providing information and advice to choirs. Established in 1980, AOIC is now based in 
the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at the University of Limerick. AOIC still operates its 
key programmes: Annual Choral Conducting Summer School, the Irish Youth Choir and offering 
10
training to teachers and musicians. In addition, AOIC has become involved in the development 
of a number of initiatives as part of its mission of enhancing life through choral music. These 
include the National Choral Singing Week to promote the positive mental health benefits of 
choral music and Dawn Chorus to encourage greater participation in choral singing among 
older people.
Workplace Choir of the Year
http://workplacechoir.com/
Workplace Choir of the Year was established to build and strengthen positive relationships 
within the working environment and to foster a sense of identity and pride within organisations. 
We work with employers and employees to establish amateur choirs in workplaces throughout 
Ireland. It is hoped that while working towards a common goal, employees across all levels of 
the organisation benefit from the social interaction and synergy of choral singing. The practical 
outcome is a competition-standard choir that can perform as part of promotional activities, 
open days or local community events.
Arts and Health Research Cluster at the University of Limerick 
http://www.irishworldacademy.ie/arts-and-health-research-cluster/
The Arts and Health research cluster was formed as a result of individual research interests 
concerned with the interplay between arts, health and well-being. The cluster creates a hub 
for networking and collaboration between academics and practitioners in this field and aims 
to facilitate collaborative research between arts and health disciplines. We welcome a diverse 
array of theoretical perspectives and research methodologies and have a particular interest 
in promoting and developing interdisciplinary research between humanities and STEM 
experts. The cluster is led by Dr Hilary Moss and is hosted by the Irish World Academy of Music 
and Dance.
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